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The Circus Kings - Our Ringling Family Story. By Henry Ringling North and Alden Hatch. (Garden City, Doubleday
and Company, 1960. 383 pp. Illustrations. $4.95.)
THIS STORY OF THE Ringling family comes at a dramatic and
suitable moment. It marks the conclusion of an epoch, which began in 1927 when John Ringling brought Ringling Brothers and
Barnum & Bailey to Sarasota, and ends this year when John Ringling North is preparing new winter quarters for it in nearby
Venice.
The book is lively, intimate, and expertly written, bearing the
mark of the professional except in a few pages that may have
come directly from Henry North’s naturally less experienced hand.
Henry Ringling North, affectionately known to friends and
associates as “Buddy,” obviously had three purposes in offering
the book to the public: to give the inside story of his flamboyant
predecessors and colorful contemporaries, to explain the current
bitter family row, and to offer an apologia for his brother John,
explaining how the latter obtained control of the circus, giving an
affectionate analysis of his personality, and answering criticisms
of his management.
Those interested in the Ringlings’ climb from obscurity to
fame, and in the family’s contribution toward the Greatest Show
on Earth, will find here (after brief reference to European beginnings) the history of progress from “gaslit Baraboo to the atomic
glare of today.” Anyone looking for gossip will not be disappointed,
for here are gossipy sidelights, somewhat scandalous anecdotes,
and outspoken opinions, with a detailed (though one-sided) story
of what lies behind the 20 million dollar suit brought by the
“Forty-Niners” (those who own 49 percent of the stock).
For information on the first 20 years, the authors have checked Henry’s memories of what has been told him against his
Uncle Alfred’s book, The Life Story of the Ringling Brothers,
published in 1900 and long out of print. End papers carry a genealogical chart, bearing pictures of the seven brothers, their sister
Ida (John and Henry North’s mother) and their own father and
mother.
The rest is based on personal knowledge and experience.
Henry was born in Baraboo, and says that his “love affair with
the circus began at the age of three.” All his life he has been a
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part of it. Until recently, his figure was a familiar one at Sarasota Winter Quarters, when the show was in town, and he has
traveled with it whenever he could. His mother, his brother
John, and he lived much of the time in the old house John Ringling built on Bird Key, which has just disappeared before the
bulldozers of developers to whom John North sold the property.
In the last days of John Ringling’s lifetime - the brother who
was “the last on the lot,” and whose spectacular career ended in
tragedy, illness, and desperate financial difficulties - it was Henry
who stayed close by the uncle who had helped bring him up, and
who had sent him and his brother to Yale.
The portrait of John Ringling is in general a sympathetic
one, though it shows certain less appealing facets.
There is a great wealth of information in this book, most of
which came from Henry North’s own experience. We read of
personal histories, family relationships, John’s and Henry’s marriages, intricate financial transactions, the Hartford Fire and those
who went to prison after it, how John North obtained a controlling share of stock and became a multimillionaire, and an almost
blow-by-blow account of how Barnum’s Greatest Show on Earth
has grown and changed in the hands of the Ringlings and the
Norths. There are vivid pictures of great performers, and a good
deal about daily life with the circus.
For any layman who has been close to the circus picture, this
is a controversial book, and sometimes an annoying one. Especially on how successful it is as a vindication will opinions differ
violently.
Certainly not everyone will agree with the pronouncement that
John North (who, his brother admits, is a playboy) is a financial genius, an imaginative composer, and a great showman
who has not only increased the efficiency of the circus but created
a revival of traditional elegance, with his beauties on pink elephants, and other adaptations to the ring of Broadway “girl shows.”
How the Norths, despite John Ringling’s expressed desire, became his executors and collected “some $960,000” in fees is given
in a good deal of detail. Uncle John, it seems, had delusions of
persecution toward the end of his life, when he turned against
his nearest and dearest. The estimate of 15 millions for the value
of the Ringling Museum and its collection is larger by many
millions than that of some authorities.
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Certainly there’ll be disagreement in many quarters with the
manner in which the book presents, with only slightly tempered
savagery, the family feud, in which the Norths have been opposed especially by Charles Ringling’s wife, children and grandchildren. Those in the know may well differ with analyses of
other situations and personalities.
There is little mention of the drastic changes within the
circus during the mid-1950’s, when numerous old-timers were
discharged or left, and inexperienced men from alien fields were
brought in at high salaries to run the show. High costs, the
demands of labor, changing conditions, and alterations in transportation methods are blamed for the retiring of the big top.
The equivocal discussion of the admittedly efficient seat-wagons
gives the erroneous impression that they were designed by Arthur
Concello.
No one who knows him will disagree with the picture of
buddy North, himself, that emerges: of a straightforward, kind,
friendly and imaginative man, who loves the circus as perhaps
few persons have ever done.
The Circus Kings is by far the most complete and authoritative account of the Ringling family that has ever been written.
Moreover, it is a colorful document that throws a great deal of
light on one aspect of Florida’s history during the past half century.
An index would be helpful.
M ARIAN M URRAY
Sarasota
The Papers of John C. Calhoun. Volume I. 1801-1817. Edited
by Robert L. Meriwether. (Columbia, University of South
Carolina Press for the South Caroliniana Society, 1959.
499. XLII pp.)
The publication of this long-awaited initial volume of the
Calhoun papers serves as a monument to the scholarship and research of Professor Meriwether who died when the present volume
was in galley proof. His two assistants, E. L. Inabinett and Mrs.
C. M. Jacobs, faithfully attended to subsequent editorial chores
since his passing.
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The project for publishing the Calhoun papers was suggested
in 1951 by Dr. Philip M. Hamer, Executive Director of the National Historical Publications Committee, who delegated the location and filming of relevant papers in the National Archives and
the Library of Congress to members of his staff.
Archivists, librarians, and historians in South Carolina met
with Dr. Hamer in 1952 to form the Publication Committee of
the Papers of John C. Calhoun. The present volume, then, is the
result of a vast and widespread cooperative effort to publish all
the important papers of this great southern statesman. Working
closely with the South Carolina leaders in the project were Dr.
Julian P. Boyd, editor of the Jefferson Papers, and Dr. Hamer
of National Historical Publications Committee.
This initial volume contains introductory materials which are
both necessary and illuminating to professional and lay readers
alike. Included are an explanation of editorial procedure, a short
list of abbreviated titles and local symbols, and a chronology of
Calhoun. Following the 159 documents that comprise this volume appears a calendar of Calhoun papers not included in the
period but these are dated, described, and located. There is also
a genealogical table of the Calhoun family and an admirable 30page index. Such is the physical construction of this initial volume of a set currently projected for fifteen volumes.
At the age of twenty, Calhoun began a two-year residence
at Yale, graduating in 1804. He then entered Litchfield Law
School to study under Judge Topping Reeve. He returned to Abbeville in 1806 where he spent another year in the law offices of
Judge Henry W. DeSaussere, Timothy Ford, and George Bowie.
After this state-required year of reading law before application for
license, Calhoun was admitted to the bar in December, 1807.
The following year Calhoun entered the legislature of South
Carolina for a two-year term. Only two documents in the present
volume date to this initial entry into public service and neither
of these is important.
In a letter to Mrs. Floride Calhoun, his cousin and future
mother-in-law, he told her that he was not planning for a long
career in law. Calhoun followed his determination to desert legal
practice. In 1808, he was elected to the legislature of South
Carolina for a two year term. In 1810, he was elected to the national House of Representatives where he stayed until December,
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1817 when he became the Secretary of War. In papers relating
to this appointment, Dr. Meriwether does carry President Monroe’s letter to Calhoun offering him the cabinet position. To the
present reviewer’s opinion, this is an error in judgment since a
letter of appointment from a President of the United States to
any person in public life outranks that person’s acceptance of a
proffered position.
The documentary record of Calhoun’s six years in the House
of Representatives constitutes the bulk of the documents in this
first volume. Seventy-four documents attest to the prodigious
record of activity for these six years in the House. These papers
are roughly divided into 28 speeches, 16 “remarks,” nine “comments,” six debates, one report, one resolution and eight miscellaneous contributions. In addition, the calendar lists nearly fifty
additional records of Congressional activity which were excluded
from the present volume.
Personal and miscellaneous letters in this volume, except for
those to Mrs. Floride Calhoun, are inconsequential. The letters
of his days at Yale and at Litchfield are so few as to be of no
importance.
Calhoun entered the House of Representatives on November
6, 1811. Six days later he was appointed to second place on the
Foreign Affairs Committee and in April, 1812, became Chairman. Holding this position until 1815, he was the administration’s spokesman during the whole period of the War of 1812.
He defended the administration and the conflict against the “unnecessary war” arguments hurled by John Randolph and later
refuted the attacks of Webster and the mercantile critics of New
York and New England that the war was being mismanaged and
represented a deliberate destruction of mercantile interests.
As a result of his projection into the foreground of policies
and prosecution of the War of 1812, with no time being given
for training, Calhoun developed into a formidible debater almost
instantaneously. He was never a “freshman” Congressman. Dr.
Meriwether attributes Calhoun’s authorship to a committee report
of November 29, 1811, because of parallel passages in it and in
his first speech to the House on December 5. If this is proper
deduction, then Calhoun had already completed and presented
two state papers in his first month in Congress.
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Most of Calhoun’s speeches appeared in reported abstract
form from the National Intelligencer, then a tri-weekly paper.
Here parts of the speech would be reported as what “Mr. C.”
said. However, striking passages appeared in direct quotation in
the first person. His second speech in Congress on the report of
the Foreign Affairs Committee, delivered on December 12, 1811,
is presented in full first person text and reveals a remarkable
oratorical power even at this early date.
As a speaker and debater, Calhoun shows a remarkable organization of his ideas and a polished delivery of them. His speeches
were tightly organized as well prepared legal briefs. However this
close, compact organization did not suffocate and he had the
power to relax his hearers, as well as present day readers of the
Papers, with unexpected relief by ridiculing his critics with
cleverly phrased literary descriptions of their opposing views.
Even these diffusions were well knit and afforded little chance
for comeback. An example of this is found in his speech, “On
the Dangers of Factious Opposition,” delivered on January 15,
1814, when he defended the administration’s request for the
conversion of the twelve month enlistments into five year service.
While Calhoun’s role during the war period is remarkable for
his staunch defense of all measures of the war’s prosecution, his
activities in the period from 1815 to 1817 show him to be a
leader in promoting measures for internal improvements. From
his War Hawk days, he carried a deep mistrust for Great Britain
and her control of the seas. In different references to bills which
sought to restore peaceful and neutral commerce at the end of
the war with Great Britain and the Napoleonic wars, he warned
against the sinister habits and tricks of England in her struggle
for worldwide trade. In his speech on the Revenue Bill, delivered
on January 31, 1816, he predicted further wars with an unrepentant England.
Calhoun’s postwar record on internal improvements is stupendous. He was a leader in the founding of the Second Bank of the
United States. He promoted the alteration of the armed forces for
peacetime and the establishment of military colleges. He was a
leader in the provisions for specie in the new national bank.
He supported the bill for the annual payment of salary for Congressmen and survived the voters’wrath which swept out of office three-fourths of the members for having voted for it. The
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capstone of his Congressional career was his promoting a bill
which would use the bonus of the bank chartering bill to secure
internal improvements. He secured the support of the middle
states to get his bill passed only to have President Monroe veto it.
This opposition of the two men was based on Constitutional difference rather than animosity. Monroe, in October, 1817, asked
Calhoun to become his Secretary of War,
As an almost incongruous part of the documents in this first
volume is a group of 33 letters from Calhoun to his cousin, Mrs.
Floride Calhoun, the mother of his wife, the younger Floride,
and three others to Floride, betrothed and wife. These letters
give us the clearest personal view of the young Calhoun. While
he was in the North at college and studying law, Mrs. Floride
Calhoun and her three children summered there also. The young
Floride was only twelve or thirteen when Calhoun began writing
letters to her mother. Most of these letters make no reference to
the young Floride, whom Calhoun even at this early age had
decided to marry. This correspondence finally led to Calhoun,
after thirty letters, asking for the hand of Floride,
Late in his last session in the House of Representatives,
Thomas P. Grosvenor of New York, an old opponent of Calhoun
in many a debate, paid a spontaneous and unsolicited tribute to
John C. Calhoun for his services in the House. During the debates on the Compensation Bill of 1817, Mr. Grosvenor correctly
predicted for Calhoun that he would “fulfil the high destiny for
which it is manifest he was born.”
NATHAN D. S HAPPEE
University of Miami
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